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Saskatchewan 


‘Facebook warriors’: A pandemic of hoaxes 
undermining efforts to stop COVID-19 


"I don’t want anyone’s relatives or friend to get sick with COVID. I don’t want that 
to be what changes their mind." 


Zak Vaccera 
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A health worker demonstrates how a COVID-19 swab test would be conducted at the Saskatchewan Health Authority drive-thru 
COVID-19 testing facility in Regina. PHOTO BY BRANDON HARDER /Regina Leader-Post 


In Saskatchewan’s far north, a community of about 900 people is battling an outbreak of COVID-19. 
Sixty people have tested positive, and nearly a third of the population is under an order to self-isolate. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 
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But some people in Fond du Lac don’t believe the virus is real. 


“Facebook warriors, we call them,” said emergency response team coordinator Diane McDonald. 


“They think it’s a hoax. They think it’s a joke. They think it’s not reality.” 


Fond du Lac is not alone. Saskatchewan doctors say a pandemic of hoaxes is spreading just as fast as the 
virus itself. They're asking the government to revamp its health messaging to flatten the misinformation 
curve. 


More than 400 Saskatchewan doctors have signed a letter calling for, among other things, a “public 
health campaign addressing COVID-19 myths” and encouraging behaviour that decreases transmission. 


Saskatoon pediatrician Dr. Ayisha Kurji said she has seen falsehoods online ranging from debunked 
claims that COVID-19 is no worse than the common flu to videos saying the virus does not exist, even as 
her colleagues treat a record number of people in hospital. 


“T think part of it might be just fatigue. People are tired. And it’s easier, and maybe more hopeful to 
believe that it’s not true, that everything will be okay and it’s not as bad as we think,” she said. 


“Facebook warriors” may seem a trivial issue, but online hoaxes have real-life implications. In Fond du 
Lac, Athabasca Health Authority executive director of primary care Derek Keller said some people are 
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He estimates the authorities have only found half the actual number of positive cases in the community. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 


“This is a challenge for us and quite frankly all health care workers in the country,” Keller said in an 
email. 


“We do educate people and sometimes we can get them back and sometimes not.” 


Social media can be a tool for health communicators to spread their message. Videos of press 
conferences featuring Saskatchewan chief medical health officer Dr. Saqib Shahab have attracted tens of 
thousands of views on Facebook, and the government also publishes messaging on TikTok, Facebook, 
Instagram and Snapchat. 


But social media has also allowed the propagation of conspiracy theories and hoaxes. In a sea of 
information, University of Regina psychology professor Dr. Gordon Asmundson said people will 
sometimes cling to the first thing they find. 


Asmundson studies the anxiety and fear caused by COVID-19; he said his research indicates belief in 
conspiracy theories is often linked to stress. 


“These beliefs are hard to change because they give people an explanation for events that we know little 


about, such as this new virus and its effects, and because they are based on assumptions that are difficult 
to verify,” he said. 
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Gordon Asmundson, a psychology professor at the University of Regina, sits in his office at the university in Regina, 
Saskatchewan. PHOTO BY BRANDON HARDER /Regina Leader-Post 


University of British Columbia history professor Dr. Heidi Tworek is the lead author of a review of nine 
democracies’ health communications strategies during COVID-19. She noted countries that have excelled 
at containing COVID-19 often treat health communication as a key intervention, and focus on clear, 
consistent and value-based messaging that fills the information vacuum before hoaxes seep in. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 
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It also means having a clear goal so people know why they re being asked to make certain sacrifices. 


“When we said ‘flatten the curve,’ people got that. But flatten what curve, and to what purpose? This to 
me is a Super big step,” Tworek said. 


“You can’t communicate well if you don’t know what you’re supposed to be communicating toward.” 


The government of Saskatchewan has spent $729,364 on media placements for public health 
information, including advertisements in Dene, Cree and Michif. 


Part of effective messaging is also finding local leaders who can be ambassadors for a bigger message. 
Early in the pandemic, Saskatoon ICU specialist Dr. Hassan Masri’s mother sent him a video in Arabic, 
claiming COVID-19 could be cured with olive oil and a bit of garlic. He took to Facebook to make his own 


video answering questions on the virus. Then he made more, and they went viral. He estimates he’s 
garnered more than two million views on Facebook alone. 
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Dr. Hassan Masri, a Saskatoon internal medicine and ICU specialist, is posting regular Facebook videos to answer frequently 
asked questions about COVID-19. Supplied photo 


He said efforts like his are doubly important in regions that might be especially vulnerable to COVID-19, 
such as Indigenous communities or low-income areas where more people have to go to work in person. 


Transparency is key. 


“This is human nature. No one likes to be told ‘do this.’ People want to be more informed when they 
make decisions,” Masri said. 


Kurji is asking Saskatchewan people to take a more active role in challenging misinformation. She said 
there are human consequences to not believing in COVID-19 until it’s too late. 
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“As we see our province get more cases, will that make people change their mind? I hope it’s not the case. 
I don’t want anyone’s relatives or friend to get sick with COVID. I don’t want that to be what changes 
their mind.” 
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to share their views on our articles. Comments may take up to an hour for moderation before appearing 
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a comment thread you follow or if a user you follow comments. Visit our Community Guidelines for more 
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